Abstract: Overview of the main issues related to Judeo-Spanish in the United States:
status of Ladino as an endangered language, and some initiatives towards the revitalization of Sephardic language and culture. 3 Immigration and settlement
The arrival of Sephardic Jews in the United States and the establishment of stable communities of Ladino speakers on U.S. soil is a phenomenon directly related to the migratory waves caused by the decline of the Ottoman Empire in the early twentieth century. After the expulsions and forced conversions at the dawn of the early modern period, most Spanish and Portuguese Jews settled in the cities of the eastern Mediterranean, mainly in what is now Turkey and the Balkans, where they lived peacefully and even enjoyed moments of prosperity. In the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, however, a number of sociopolitical events-the dismemberment of the Empire, the Balkan wars, the Young Turk Revolution of 1908, and World War I-and several natural disasters prompted the economic situation of the Sephardim to worsen, bringing about a general climate of social and political instability. Faced with these deteriorating living conditions, many Sephardic Jews, mostly young men, emigrated in search of economic opportunities and a stable and safe environment. These migratory movements took the Sephardim to almost every corner of the world (Western Europe, Palestine, Africa, Asia, South America, Mexico) and also largely to the United States. In the case of the U.S., the bulk of Sephardic immigration appears to have occurred between 1908 and 1921 (Angel 1982: 17-18) .
Determining the exact number of Sephardim that settled in the United States is a difficult task because there are no sufficiently reliable records 4 . Stern (1926: 67-3 The author, a scholar of historical linguistics, conducted field research within the Sephardic community of Judeo-Spanish speakers in Los Angeles, where he interviewed several speakers and collected speech samples, testimonials, songs and ballads between 1994 and 2000. Testimonies transcribed in this paper are from that time and can be listened to in the documentary film Once Upon a time at 55th and Hoover (www.55thandhooverfilm.info). 106) estimates that between 1899 and 1925, 25,591 Sephardic men, women and children from Turkey, Bulgaria, Serbia, Montenegro and Greece arrived in the United States. Angel (1982: 17-18) The synagogue was to us a social center and a cultural center. All of our friends and relatives belonged and that's where we saw them and that was the center of the community life. And that's another thing about our social affairs is all the generations were together. The teenagers, the young adults, their grandparents, little kids, all together, dancing together. Something that you hardly see anymore today.
Among the first generation of immigrants, marriage between individuals of the same place of origin was the norm: it was quite common to arrange marriages by mail or to make a return trip in order to find a wife. In some cases, such as in Los When we merged together we were lost, we were no longer a family.
Because we used to be a family: siblings, cousins, brothers and sisters in law, parents in law… all together, all just one people. Then we got here;
there are people from Turkey, Thessaloniki, Bulgaria... from all over. So, we finally joined them, we got all together, but it will never be the same as it Given the dominant status of English in the U.S., it is not surprising that there has been massive vocabulary transfer from it (in fact, lexical borrowing from English is a common trend in all the Spanish-speaking immigrant communities pronoun usted ('formal you'), which does not exist in traditional Sephardic Spanish.
The incorporation of foreign elements into the Judeo-Spanish of the United States is further facilitated by the fact that almost all Sephardim are fluent in several languages. This trend is also accentuated by the lack of any regulatory pressure on the language and the absence of purist attitudes against linguistic borrowing.
In fact, there is a widespread conviction among many speakers that Ladino is a "bastard" language, a kind of slang made from the mixture of other languages, without any rules or grammar. Trying to define Ladino, a speaker from Los
Angeles offers the following reflection:
Ladino is a little mixed up. As Jews were coming from all over the world few remaining Sephardic Turks have mostly migrated to Israel, and in any case they represent a very small group of immigrants, unable to forestall the declining demographics of the Judeo-Spanish speaking population.
As a result of all of these factors, the number of Ladino speakers is progressively diminishing. Harris (2006: 129) estimates that in the United States there are between 5,000 and 10,000 speakers at the most, and many of them are 70 years old or older. Angel (1998: 124) provides data from a survey among third and fourth generation Sephardim; he found that 73.6% declared they do not speak any Judeo-Spanish at all. Furthermore, the level of linguistic competence of the remaining 26.4% is not such that they can use it fluently in all communicative contexts or that they will be able to pass it on to the next generation. Data provided by Harris (1994: 225-226 the education system and the institutions of the United States promoted cultural homogenization, the elimination of differences, and the adoption of the identity, language and values of the Anglo-American majority (Harris 1994: 201-202) .
English proficiency was also seen as a means to achieve social and economic We would go out shopping and our parents always spoke in an accent and other people's parents spoke proper English. And we were a little embarrassed so we turned against it. We had a prejudice against it. Now that we're older we realize that we should have been preserving it at that time. That was an age different than today: today everybody tends to amplify their ethnicity. In those days everybody tried to assimilate, so as young kids we were always a little embarrassed by our parents speaking
Ladino to each other in public.
In many cases the refusal of young people to learn Judeo-Spanish went hand in hand with their parents' unwillingness to transmit the language to them, as a Sephardic second-generation informant explains:
My parents always spoke to us in English. They spoke to each other in Ladino. My parents were very intent on becoming Americanized. So they spoke English; as soon as they came here they went to school to learn English. We learned Ladino more because my grandmother, some of my older aunts, could speak hardly any English. We learned Ladino from them.
Plus we picked it up from when my parents were talking back and forth. The urgency in integrating into American culture came not only from the political and educational authorities but also from the institutions and associations of the American Sephardim themselves. For example, Samuel Berro, the treasurer of the Sephardic community of Rhodes in Los Angeles, wrote an article in 1933 in El mesajero, the newsletter of the synagogue, in which he argued that, in order to be good citizens of the United States, the Sephardim have to make every effort to learn English (Stern 1977: 82) . Berro lamented that, unlike the Ashkenazi Jews, Sephardic Jews were not making adequate progress in the mastery of the language. The same type of regrets can be found in the newspaper La America (1910) (1911) (1912) (1913) (1914) (1915) (1916) (1917) (1918) (1919) (1920) (1921) (1922) (1923) (1924) (1925) whose editor, Moise Gadol, made continued calls to adopt English.
As these publications encouraged the community to learn the language of the host country, Sephardic organizations were offering English classes. However, none of these institutions promoted or valued in any way the maintenance of Judeo-Spanish. The lack of commitment to the maintenance of the language can be measured by the declining usage of Judeo-Spanish for official communications within the community. The foundation charter of the Sephardic Community of Los Angeles, dated 1920, specified that:
Attendants demanded that it should not be forgotten [...] that the official language must be Spanish, as it had been previously voted.
But this directive must not have been very strong or lasted long, for soon thereafter someone wrote in the margin, in small letters, "and English optional."
The reality is that, as time passed, English was used more and more for official documents and in the community newsletters, until it ended up being used almost exclusively.
Another factor in the decline of the language was the dispersion of the JudeoSpanish speaking communities because of the economic prosperity of many 178) reports that 75% of young Sephardim, from families with Judeo-Spanish as their traditional language, married Ashkenazi Jews. Children of these marriages had English as their home language.
The fact that the Sephardim were slow in founding institutions representing their interests has also been adduced as an adverse factor in language maintenance. Elazar (1989: 165) explains that, unlike the Ashkenazim, who had a long history of group organizing, Sephardic immigrants were never able to create a national organization that would unite their local communities. Finally, in the 1970s, the American Sephardi Federation was created, promoting cultural activities and, particularly, awareness of the Sephardic Jewish heritage among young people.
Being a partnership that also includes Oriental or Mizrahi Jews, their activities do not, however, focus on the use of the Judeo-Spanish language. 5
Finally, it should be mentioned that many Sephardim have negative attitudes toward Judeo-Spanish, a fact that is obviously a challenge to its survival. For example, many believe that Judeo-Spanish is a "bastard," "corrupt," "ugly," or "mixed" language (Harris 2006: 117) , as opposed to other "pure" languages like English, French, Hebrew or the "authentic" Spanish spoken in Spain or Latin
America (Bar-Lewaw 1968 : 2118 . Also, many second-generation Judeo-Spanish speakers feel that their command of the language is more limited than their parents' and grandparents', and so they feel insecure and embarrassed when using it. Other negative attitudes have derived from the belief that, being a dying language with very few speakers, Judeo-Spanish is irrelevant as a means of communication. For example in the already-mentioned study by Harris (1994: 240) , 86% of all respondents believed that Judeo-Spanish was on the verge of extinction. As a consequence of these negative attitudes, speakers feel that it is not worth their effort to transmit a language that has no relevance for social and economic promotion and that, in any case, will disappear very soon.
5 In Israel, since 1997, the Autoridad Nasionala del Ladino / National Authority for Ladino, organizes activities to promote the language and also encourages language normalization. However, such efforts have also come too late, when the language was already in a very precarious state, and its scope is mainly restricted to Israel. (Harris 2006: 131) . This renewed appreciation of Sephardic identity is not always focused on the language as it is largely motivated by a desire to counteract the Ashkenazi majority and to provide some visibility to the minority cultures of both Sephardic and Mizrahi Jews. The Internet is also an effective tool for language revitalization efforts. Since community dispersion is one of the factors that has affected the continuity and viability of Judeo-Spanish, the creation of virtual communities and meeting places in the digital network facilitates communication between older native speakers and younger students interested in learning the language. For example, the open to everyone (registration is required) where users write exclusively in Ladino, using the transcription system of the newspaper Aki Yerushalayim. The goals and rules of the forum, as stated by its own founders, are the following:
In this forum, we communicate in our beloved language, so we will forget neither the language nor our Sephardic heritage. All posts must be written in Judeo-Spanish.
As Angel points out (1998: 134) , a real revitalization of the Judeo-Spanish language would require the development of good Sephardic schools, or at least that existing schools be willing to teach Judeo-Spanish language and Sephardic culture. Strong cultural institutions such as newspapers, theaters and libraries would also be required. The initiatives for language recovery that we have described above can hardly prevent the irreversible decline of Judeo-Spanish.
However, these efforts should be valued as means to bring the language into such prestigious domains as the academy and new digital technologies. Such efforts could serve as well to bring together active speakers with the increasing number of youth who are eager to know more about their Sephardic roots and even to learn the language.
